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The Age of Innocence: Edith Wharton’s 
Triumph 
      “The individual is always … trapped – save to the extent that 
 he [sic] becomes aware of it … within  the limits of the system of 
categories he owes to his upbringing and training.” 
Bourdieu and Wacquant1 
5.0: INTRODUCTION 
The third novel that will be discussed here is by the American novelist and short story 
writer Edith Wharton (1862-1937). We again move forward in time. Edith Wharton was 
born in 1862 in New York, as the daughter of a distinguished and wealthy Old New York 
family. She was educated privately at home and in Europe, where she traveled widely. In 
1885 she married Edward Robbins Wharton, and they settled in France in 1907. The 
marriage was not happy, Edith Wharton suffered from nervous illnesses, and her husband’s 
mental health declined in later years. They were 
divorced in 1913. Edith Wharton devoted much 
of her energy to a cosmopolitan social life, 
which included a close friendship with Henry 
James, and to a literary career, which began 
with the publication of poems and stories in 
Scribner’s Magazine.2 Edith Wharton mostly 
wrote about upper middle class New York, but 
she did not idealize this milieu. Very often, in 
fact, she openly criticized the emptiness and 
foolishness of the lives of the rich. With a subtle 
use of irony she described the differences 
between the various social layers. Within these 
milieux, she often focused on the conflict 
between the individual and the social order. The 
limitation of the space that was allowed the 
individual to rebel without threatening the 
structure of the community was an important 
issue, and in her novel The Age of Innocence 
(1920) it is again one of the main themes. 
Unlike the other novels under consideration, the 
most important character in this novel is a man, 
                                                          
1
 Pierre Bourdieu and Loic J. D. Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1992) 126. 
2
 Charles Scribner (1854-1930) was the second in the line of the New York publishers bearing that 
name, and the founder (in 1887) of Scribner’s Magazine, the outstanding literary periodical that 
would last until 1930 and in which Edith Wharton published many of her short stories. 
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Newland Archer. Throughout the story we see things mainly from Archer’s perspective, but 
the novel is not related through his consciousness. The reader is not allowed direct “entry 
into his mind; we are told what he feels and thinks.”3 Throughout the story, the narrator is 
quite present and from the beginning until the end we are aware of the narrator’s irony, of 
an intelligent and sophisticated voice developing the story and of the narrator’s comments 
on Archer’s thoughts. The overall style of Wharton’s novel can be desrcribed as ‘society 
realism’ and the novel is often referred to as a novel of manners.4 
In the story, Archer’s existence is shaped by his interaction with the two main female 
characters to such an extent, that a comparison of the influence of the heroines on his life 
seems justified. The female protagonists, Ellen Olenska and May Welland, are mirror 
images; they are opposites both in their behavior and in their appearances. Let me give a 
summary of the novel first to sketch briefly how the two women affect Archer’s life. 
The events described in the novel are supposed to take place in the 1870s in New York. The 
plot evolves around Newland Archer, a gentleman lawyer from one of the most 
distinguished families of that society. Archer is about to marry May Welland, a beautiful, 
timid and ‘innocent’ young woman of his habitus. At the time we enter the story, May’s 
cousin, Ellen Olenska, has just returned to New York, the separated wife of an amoral 
Polish count. Ellen is backed by her family, but the rest of society is quite suspicious of her. 
In an attempt to support his future family, Archer assists in getting Ellen accepted by the 
right social circles, and he becomes her friend and her lawyer. As the family is afraid of a 
scandal, he advises her not to divorce her husband. Ellen agrees, but reluctantly, because 
she does not mean to return to her husband. But Ellen is quite different from May, she is 
intelligent, worldly, artistic, passionate and unconventional and Archer falls in love with 
her. Becoming aware of Archer’s actions on her behalf, Ellen falls in love, as well, but she 
insists that her regard for him depends upon their behaving honorably. Archer therefore 
goes through with his marriage to May, but he is unhappy and frustrated and when he meets 
Ellen again, the two plan a secret rendez-vous. Before this takes place, however, Ellen 
announces her plan to return to Europe. May organizes a sumptuous farewell dinner for 
Ellen. After the dinner, Archer realizes that he has underestimated his wife. May suspected 
his love for Ellen, and she manipulated Ellen’s departure by telling her that she is pregnant, 
though this is not officially confirmed at the time. Archer and May have three children and 
Archer devotes much of his energy and time to politics and social service. May dies when 
                                                          
3
 In her essay, “The Ordering Style of The Age of Innocence,” Viola Hopkins stresses that “the point 
of view is always from the outside in, rather than from the inside out… The point of view is mainly 
Newland Archer’s, but the novel is not narrated through his consciousness. His mind and perceptions 
are not the filter … We are not allowed free entry into his mind; we are told what he feels and thinks, 
even though, remaining well behind the scene, the author never intrudes or visibly dangles the 
proverbial puppet-characters. From first to last we are aware of her controlled, well-bred voice and of 
her thoughts about Archer’s thoughts.” Even though I would refer to narrator, rather than author, I 
think her analysis is quite accurate. Her article can be found in American Literature 30:3 (November 
1958): 345-357; 352. 
4
 Throughout the story Wharton describes the norm and value system of a limited social group in New 
York society of the 1870s. The behavioral patterns of the members of this group were heavily 
prescribed by a set of rules and regulations, hence the terms ‘society realism’ and ‘novel of manners.’ 
Gary H. Lindberg, Edith Wharton and the Novel of Manners (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1975). 
  








The Age of Innocence: Edith Wharton’s Triumph 
he is 57, and during a trip to Paris with his son Dallas, Archer has the chance to see Ellen 
again. But he does not visit her; instead he prefers to treasure Ellen as a memory and 
returns to the routine of his “old-fashioned” life (AOI, 289). 
Previous critics, such as Cynthia Griffin Wolff, Pamela Knights and Sarah Kozloff have 
elaborately substantiated that one of Edith Wharton’s most important themes is the contrast 
between America and Europe, and they believe that throughout The Age of Innocence she 
links this opposition with May and Ellen.5 May represents “innocence, America, Eden / 
heaven, youth, and purity”; Ellen, on the other hand, depicts “experience, Europe, exile, 
age, and sexuality.”6 However, Edith Wharton also wants the reader to see the 
disadvantages and limitations of the restrictive codes of Old New York. To make this 
possible and to allow a more nuanced interpretation of this subdivision, she also connects 
the female protagonists with the following traits. She connects May with “frigidity, 
constraint, hypocrisy, and society”; whilst Ellen is linked with the more positive traits of 
“passion, freedom, honesty, and art.”7 May and Ellen are consistently compared and 
contrasted throughout the novel, and both the similarities (the same family; their love for 
Archer; their gender, and the limitations imposed by society because of that) and 
differences between them are so striking that they can be rightfully considered mirror 
images.  
Kozloff stresses that the main issue in Wharton’s novel is where to locate “morality.” The 
Old New York sketched in the story considers itself to be the perfect example of propriety 
and decorum, and prides itself on its strictness concerning “form, family, and financial 
probity,” and its sensitivity concerning “female chastity.” But Kozloff indicates that 
Wharton shows the readers that this society is “self-deluded” and “hypocritical” (Kozloff, 
273). It is my belief that Wharton especially uses the motif of the mirror image to do this. 
To examine this point further, this chapter will have a close look at the gender specific 
socialization of the two women, the class specific socialization of both May and Ellen, and 
their behavior in their relationship with Archer. 
 
5.1: INNOCENCE VS EXPERIENCE 
Like Caroline and Shirley, and Adèle and Edna, May and Ellen have only a limited type of 
education compared to present-day standards. They do not go to a regular school, 
institution, or university, and the influence of the family on their socialization is all-
important. Yet, perhaps this is not so surprising as it may seem; especially if we keep Edith 
                                                          
5
 Cynthia Griffin Wolff, “Edith Wharton and the ‘Visionary’ Imagination” Frontiers: A Journal of 
Women Studies 2:3 (Autumn 1977) 24-30, 29; Pamela Knights, “Forms of Disembodiment: The 
Social Subject in The Age of Innocence” The Cambridge Companion to Edith Wharton, ed. Millicent 
Bell (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995) 20-46, 31-32; Sarah Kozloff, “Complicity in The Age of 
Innocence” Style 35:2 (Summer 2001) 271-291, 272. 
6
 Wolff and Knights make similar subdivisions in their study of this novel. The contrasts mentioned 
here are sketched by Sarah Kozloff in her article “Complicity in The Age of Innocence,” 272.  
7
 Sarah Kozloff modifies the original opposition by introducing these more nuanced differentiations 
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Wharton’s own preferences in mind. In her autobiography, A Backward Glance, for 
example, she commemorates the 
ancient curriculum of house-keeping which … was so soon to be swept 
aside by the “monstrous regiment” of the emancipated: young women 
taught by their elders to despise the kitchen and the linen room, and to 
substitute the acquiring of University degrees for the more complex art of 
civilized living … Cold storage … has done less harm to the home than 
the Higher Education.8 
Edith Wharton understood the necessity of a better and more all-round education for 
women, but she also recognized some of its drawbacks. In The Age of Innocence, it is May 
Welland who receives the type of education that comes closest to the ideal of the 1870s. A 
beautiful and talented young woman such as May would be entirely socially determined for 
her roles as wife, housewife, and mother. She would not be allowed much opportunity for 
self-realization or self-transformation. Right at the beginning of the novel, Archer already 
notices the limitations of such an upbringing when he remarks that if he had been as 
sheltered as May had been “they would have been no more fit to find their way about than 
the Babes in the Wood” (AOI, 42).9 
Maxine S. Seller points out that during the 1870s women’s education in the United States 
was shaped both by ideologies about gender, and by the social and economic roles women 
had to play (Seller, 516-544). Because such philosophies and gender roles usually refer 
women to a separate and inferior sphere in patriarchal society, women’s education was 
different in nature from and inferior to that of men. Overall, most upper middle class 
Anglo-American women would stay at home in the 1870s, which was defined by society as 
the only proper sphere for the woman. Here (upper) middle-class women were expected to 
exemplify the piety, sexual purity, submissiveness, and the domesticity of the ‘Angel in the 
House,’ to raise children with minimal assistance from men, and to provide emotional and 
logistical support for their husbands. The education and socialization of girls and women 
was permeated with the ideology of separate spheres that still dominated contemporary 
thought and behavior.10  
May is indeed educated to become the typical ‘Angel in the House.’ She not only looks like 
an angel - she is blond and has big blue eyes - but she also makes this impression on others, 
especially her fiancé: 
‘The darling!’ thought Newland Archer, his glance flitting back to the 
young girl with the lilies-of-the-valley.’ She doesn’t even guess what it’s 
all about.’ And he contemplated her absorbed young face with a thrill of 
                                                          
8
 Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance (1933; New York : Touchstone, 1998) 60.  
9
 It is exactly such ironic comments by characters or the narrator that make you realize that the novel 
was written much later in time, namely 1920. All of the events are portrayed, with hindsight, by an 
author who was very much aware of the real historical developments in the mean time. An event like 
World War I (1914-1918) shattered many lives and had a great impact on people in all levels of 
society; so much so that the nostalgic tone of the narrator for the society depicted becomes 
understandable. 
10
 See Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
  








The Age of Innocence: Edith Wharton’s Triumph 
possessorship in which pride in his own masculine initiation was mingled 
with a tender reverence for her abysmal purity. (AOI, 10) 
Archer looks forward to having so much innocence and purity at his side, and after their 
engagement has been announced at the Beaufort’s ball, he thinks “What a new life it was 
going to be; with this whiteness, radiance, goodness at one’s side!” (AOI, 24). 
The title of the novel refers to a portrait by Sir Joshua Reynolds called The Age of 
Innocence hanging in the National Gallery.11 The model for the painting was a very young 
girl, not a young woman. Her portrait serves as an analogue for May, whose character 
Archer attempts to ‘draw.’ Archer’s impression of his intended wife goes back to the 
stereotype of the unformed virgin as an outline on a canvas, ready for her husband to fill the 
image with the color of experience to create her fully mature portrait. Before their 
engagement, Archer meditates on the role he would like to play in educating May: “He did 
not in the least wish the future Mrs Newland Archer to be a simpleton. He meant her … to 
develop a social tact and readiness of wit” (AOI, 10). Because Archer shares the habitus 
and expectations of social behavior within the narrow borders of Old New York society, he 
defines May according to that context’s expectations about what a wife, housewife, and 
mother should be like.  
May has been thoroughly conditioned by her family and she behaves exactly as an upper 
middle-class woman and wife should: 
The Newland Archers, since they had set up their household, had 
received a good deal of company in an informal way. Archer was fond of 
having three or four friends to dine, and May welcomed them with the 
beaming readiness of which her mother had set her the example in 
conjugal affairs. Her husband questioned whether, if left to herself, she 
would ever have asked anyone to the house; but he had long given up 
trying to disengage her real self from the shape into which tradition and 
training had moulded her. It was expected that well-off young couples in 
New York should do a good deal of informal entertaining, and a Welland 
married to an Archer was doubly pledged to the tradition. (AOI, 272-273) 
Like an exact copy of her mother, May executes the tasks assigned to her to perfection.12 
Yet, it is interesting to see that, though Archer considers her behavior quite normal and in 
agreement with the social role(s) expected of her, the question of the relation between the 
real May and the social role(s) she has to play is also raised. Something similar happens 
when May and Archer are sitting in the library one night, after dinner: 
She was so placed that Archer, by merely raising his eyes, could see her 
bent above her work-frame, her ruffled elbow-sleeves slipping back from 
                                                          
11
 Cynthia Griffin Wolff suggests this in A Feast of Words:The Triumph of Edith Wharton (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1977) 312. Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792) was an English Rococo 
Era painter. Reynolds is credited with more than 2000 portraits. He was a member of the Royal 
Society of Arts and he helped found the Society of Artists. 
12
 May is the perfect daughter and resembles the picture sketched of daughters in Mrs. Ellis’s book 
The Daughters of England: Their Position in Society, Character and Responsibilities (New York: D. 
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her firm round arms, the betrothal sapphire shining on her left hand above 
her broad gold wedding-ring, and the right hand slowly and laboriously 
stabbing the canvas. (AOI, 246) 
May’s stabs at the embroidery canvas silently protest Archer’s suspected infidelity. May is 
afraid Archer is having an affair with her cousin, Ellen Olenska. Marriage, however, is 
surrounded with a set of double standards, and it is expected that May gives up a part of her 
identity. She may not blame her husband for failing to love and respect her, and she may 
not openly accuse him of being in love with Ellen.  
In Europe and America, sewing had appeared for centuries in treatises on female education 
as ‘moralizing’ work, which taught discipline, patience, and concentration, reinforcing 
women’s sense of their social role and position.13 In the nineteenth century, novelists and 
poets, artists and advertisers used these older images of women with needle in hand to 
reinforce the idea that sewing had always been women’s work. Others – feminists and 
reformers, in the literature of social investigation and activism – seized on ‘women’s work,’ 
as needlework was generically termed, as a symbol of female oppression.14  Linking these 
ideas to this depiction of May illustrates Wharton’s attempt to both identify May with the 
imposed social roles, and to depict her silent protest against some aspects of these roles. 
Though prominent as a character in Book 1, May recedes into the background after her 
wedding, until the farewell dinner. Her gradual removal from the plot partly reflects her 
decreased individuality after marriage. This is again a type of behavior that she has learned 
from her mother, who does the same in her marriage to Mr. Welland. It is part of the social 
role of wife, but it is not May’s natural type of behavior. The text seems to suggest that, 
given a choice, May would rather be riding or rowing, than playing the hostess or sewing. 
The narrator adds, not without irony: “but since other wives embroidered cushions for their 
husbands she did not wish to omit this last link in her devotion” (AOI, 246). May’s 
imposed social roles deny her the active, physical life to which she is suited, and chain her 
to fixed patterns of behavior. The narrator suggests that it is tragic that her good nature and 
seeming passivity irritate Archer so much. Rather than appreciating that May is trying to 
perform the roles she has learned to play to perfection, Archer only sees his own suffering. 
According to Gary Lindberg, Archer feels May’s presence not simply as May but as the 
“incarnation of a system” (Lindberg, 105). Though Archer occasionally glimpses a more 
                                                          
13
 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (London: 
Women’s Press, 1984). 
14
 In “Common Threads,” Sister’s Choice: Tradition and Change in American Women’s Writing, 
Elaine Showalter questions needlework as a system of female communication, “the common threads 
of American women’s culture and writing” (146). Although she focuses for the most part on the 
thematic use of piecing and patchwork, Showalter’s work sheds light on the larger significance of 
needlework as both a form of female expression and a “particularly moving symbolism of the 
American democratic ideal” (148). Showalter believes that while female cloth culture does have a 
crucial meaning for American women’s texts, it cannot be taken as a “transhistorical and essential 
form of female expression, but rather as a gendered practice that changed from one generation to the 
next” (147). At mid-century, many women still chose to represent sewing (and especially quilting) as 
the richest functions of women’s culture. For many women writing in the later nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, however, the thematics of domestic art carry only bitter associations. Sister’s 
Choice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
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aggressive side of May, he usually accepts her appearance of complete innocence. Overall, 
the thought of May’s upbringing oppresses him because “it was supposed to be what he 
wanted, what he had a right to, in order that he might exercise his lordly pleasure in 
smashing it like an image made of snow” (AOI, 42). The representation of such violent 
images seems to place Archer in an uneasy position of power, but Archer’s own thoughts 
are depicted as more nuanced. Overall, these are the standard ideas and phrases used by 
young men “on the approach of their wedding-day” (42). Archer himself says that he would 
have gladly granted May the same freedom he has as a male. Besides, May is not really as 
innocent as she seems; underneath her passive veneer, May herself knows that she must 
actually be resourceful and clever to compel Archer’s devotion.  
Margaret McDowell points out that signs of her strength appear throughout the novel: 
“May enjoys athletics which were at the time largely reserved for men.”15 At the archery 
contest, May appears not merely athletic but god-like: 
In her white dress, with a pale green ribbon about the waist and a wreath 
of ivy on her hat, she had the same Diana-like aloofness as when she had 
entered the Beaufort ballroom on the night of her engagement. (AOI, 
177)  
None of the other women Archer knows has “the nymph-like ease of his wife, when, with 
tense muscles and happy frown, she bent her soul upon some feat of strength” (AOI, 177). 
A truly weak woman would lose Archer to the charms of Ellen Olenska. May only 
outwardly sticks to the accepted social roles, allowing Archer to adopt the role of the 
typical patriarch. They are both forced to adapt their tactics when Ellen arrives and creates 
a love triangle. May continues to display the manners of a traditional and acceptable 
fiancée, but she also exerts a subtle power over Archer through her manipulations to secure 
his promise of loyalty, a promise that he makes in the form of wedding vows. She gains 
power in her society by adapting herself to the expected social roles. In other words, she 
pretends to be innocent, trusting that adhering to the traditional social roles will enable her 
to win the hero, live a financially comfortable life, and raise a family according to the 
values she has been taught, thus giving herself and her community a sense of continuity. 
Throughout the story, May Welland is depicted as embodying the carefully preserved social 
code of Old New York. The compromises that May makes to learn to comply with the 
accepted social roles also shed light on Ellen’s situation, as the heroines are mirror images. 
May’s adaptations contrast with Ellen’s portrayed attempt to embrace the community of her 
past whilst still developing an individual identity.16 
Ellen Olenska’s education was quite different from May’s upbringing. In the novel, Ellen’s 
personality and the education she received are described as follows: 
She was a fearless and familiar little thing, who asked disconcerting 
questions, made precocious comments, and possessed outlandish arts, 
such as dancing a Spanish shawl-dance and singing Neapolitan lovesongs 
to a guitar. Under the direction of her aunt … the little girl received an 
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 Margaret B. McDowell, Edith Wharton (Boston: Twayne, 1976) 99. 
16
 Margaret B. McDowell, “Viewing the Custom of her Country: Edith Wharton’s Feminism” 
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expensive but incoherent education, which included ‘drawing from the 
model’, a thing never dreamed of before, and playing the piano in 
quintets with professional musicians. (AOI, 53) 
The social context Ellen lives in does not approve of such an education, and though people 
pity the pretty little girl, they also assume that she is doomed from the start, because of this 
unusual upbringing. When, as a tall bony teenager, Ellen again departs for Europe with her 
aunt, people are concerned, but nobody really offers an alternative, and basically they lose 
interest in her. 
Ellen receives her education under the guidance of the eccentric Medora Manson. She is 
raised in a European context that permits “gaudy clothes,” and “high color and high spirits” 
(AOI, 53). Ellen is compared to a “gipsy foundling”; and, although she worries some 
people with her behavior, most of her relations fall under her charm (53). Overall, the 
habitus of Old New York would consider her upbringing “incoherent”(53). Yet, it is mainly 
in the traditional community of the American élite that such subjects as “drawing from the 
model” and playing the piano with “professional musicians” would be considered 
problematic (53). Ellen learns “about the real world of art and music,” but the culture of 
Old New York finds such genuine training “foreign” and therefore threatening.17 
Ellen’s education, especially the notion that she has had an education, confuses Archer: 
His boyhood had been saturated with Ruskin, and he had read all the 
latest books: John Addington Symonds, Vernon Lee’s ‘Euphorion’, the 
essays of P. G. Hamerton, and a wonderful new volume called ‘The 
Renaissance’ by Walter Pater. He talked easily of Botticelli, and spoke of 
Fra Angelico with a faint condescension. (AOI, 61-62) 
But that background did not help him to understand Ellen Olenska’s collection of pictures. 
As an adult, he studies Herbert Spencer, Alphonse Daudet and George Eliot’s 
Middlemarch, and he wonders what it would have been like to live in the “intimacy of 
drawing rooms dominated by the talk of Mérimée, … of Thackeray, Browning or William 
Morris” (AOI, 118, 88). When Archer visits Ellen’s house, he finds works by “Paul 
Bourget, Huysmans, and the Goncourt brothers” in her drawing room (89). At this stage, 
Archer still believes that Ellen has had an affair with M. Rivière, a French tutor who does 
live in a social context where people talk to Mérimée, Maupassant and the Goncourts.18 
Ellen’s husband used to fill their home with “dramatic artists, singers, actors, musicians” 
(91).19 Ellen gained her knowledge from authentic sources and her education, especially in 
the arts, has been more focused and original. Archer, on the other hand, received most of 
                                                          
17
 Katherine Joslin, Edith Wharton (London: Macmillan, 1991) 92. 
18
 Various of the contemporary reviews notice some anachronisms in this context. William Lyon 
Phelps mentions in his review “As Mrs. Wharton Sees Us,” that the mention of Guy de Maupassant is 
out of place in the early seventies,  New York Times Book Review (17 October 1920): 1, 11; an 
anonymous reviewer states: “even the most advanced young people could not have been reading 
books by Vernon Lee or Huysmans or M. Paul Bourget in the early seventies “The Age of Innocence” 
Times Literary Supplement [England] (25 November 1920): 775.  
19
 These ennumerations of writers and artists have been inspired by Joslin’s lists in her monograph on 
Edith Wharton, 93. 
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his learning from books and quite conservative books at that.20 Ellen’s selection of art and 
books underline her intelligence, autonomy and aesthetic sensibility.21 Like Edna Pontellier 
in The Awakening, Ellen is an artist. Ellen does not paint, but her whole being is very 
conscious of the value, beauty and importance of art, and in The Age of Innocence, too, the 
author seems to link art with emancipation. The independent and original thinking required 
to become a real artist are character traits considered (and depicted as) important by both 
Chopin and Wharton. 
Katherine Joslin points out that Ellen’s “education, experience,” and “training” have all 
constructed a very different woman than American culture “usually produces” (Joslin, 94). 
Throughout the novel the distance between Ellen and her cousin May Welland becomes 
more and more obvious. Ellen Olenska understands May’s behavior and her assumed 
innocence, but she rejects it for a freer, and more independent way of life. Yet, it is May’s 
upbringing and her resultant behavior that are approved of and viewed in a positive light by 
contemporary society. With her correct upbringing and perfect behavior May shows both 
Ellen and the reader what women had to be like, and she acts as Ellen’s corrective 
throughout the story. Ellen, however, still socializes with the community she likes and 
understands,  
They had simply, as Mrs Welland said, ‘let poor Ellen find her own 
level’- and that, mortifyingly and incomprehensibly, was in the dim 
depths where the Blenkers prevailed, and ‘people who wrote’ celebrated 
their untidy rites. (AOI, 218) 
The “gipsy” girl develops into a “Bohemian” woman (AOI, 53, 218); Ellen’s social self 
prefers the atmosphere she knows and likes. Her habitus, with its “untidy rites,” as the 
narrator adds ironically, lies outside the elite of Old New York society that considers itself 
the norm. Yet, it consists of a genuine community of artists, thinkers and writers (Joslin, 
95). The mirroring of May and Ellen in this context shows that according to the 
contemporary norm and value-system, May behaves in the correct way, and carries the 
approval of society. The narrator, however, seems to have different ideas and opinions. It is 
the insertion of ironical remarks and phrases especially that indicate that the omniscient 
narrator seems to value the outlandishness and independence of Ellen more than the 
contemporary social context does. Phrases like, where “ ‘people who wrote’ celebrated 
their untidy rites” underline the prejudices and limited views of the contemporary society 
depicted in the novel. With such hints the narrator also influences the opinion of the reader. 
Almost imperceptibly we are made to like Ellen, while May, with all her perfection, seems 
to get less sympathy. 
The thematization of the accepted norms and roles in the story clarifies both the standard 
socialization of women at the time and also stresses the still opposed behavioral patterns of 
men. Joslin points out that the different “education and training of men and women” during 
                                                          
20
 Pamela Knights points this out in her article “Forms of Disembodiment: The Social Subject in The 
Age of Innocence,” 22. 
21
 Archer has read widely, but his reading has been quite general relating to all contexts of society, 
ranging from philosophy and psychology to poetry and etching. Ellen’s reading, on the other hand, 
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arts. The works of the authors she has read study subjects ranging from aestheticism to art criticism, 
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the 1870s seem to make them “ill-suited companions,” in reality. She adds that 
relationships in the society depicted in the novel fail “because women and men have not 
been trained to know each other nor to live together as equals” (Joslin, 101). In general, the 
woman’s “economic dependence” is only the “material” counterpart of her social, “moral, 
aesthetic,” and “intellectual dependence” on the man (Joslin, 101). 
Archer’s difficulty is that such a “creation of factitious purity, so cunningly manufactured 
by a conspiracy of mothers and aunts and grandmothers and long-dead ancestresses” is the 
type of woman he is supposed to want so that he can impose his superiority (AOI, 42). In 
contemporary society, the woman’s ‘experience,’ allegedly comes from the man.22 If it 
would be Archer’s objective to ‘own’ his wife, such an approach might be understandable. 
But throughout the novel Archer expounds different ideas. In fact, his own contemplation 
of the required social roles for women makes him realize that what he prefers is the 
complete opposite, namely an equal partner who has experienced the same freedom that he 
has.23 Various passages in the novel describe his thoughts and feelings in this context. 
Archer, for example, states that “Women should be free – as free as we are,” and that “each 
woman” has a “right to her liberty.” In considering May’s innocence, he keeps stressing 
that if they had both been brought up in the way May is raised, they would not be able to 
cope in daily life, and he adds: 
nor could he, for all his anxious cogitations, see any honest reason (any, 
that is, unconnected with his own momentary pleasure, and the passion of 
masculine vanity) why his bride should not have been allowed the same 
freedom of experience as himself. (AOI, 42) 
It is noteworthy that these thoughts and feelings come from the main male character in the 
novel. They thus seem to be getting more credence, in a way. It is not only women pleading 
‘their own cause.’ There appears to be a much wider section of society that supports such 
ideas. 
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 Cynthia Griffin Wolff, A Feast of Words, 36-37. 
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 Examples of passages where Archer contemplates this can be found (AOI, 39, 40, 42, 71, 127). 
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5.2: BLUE SATIN OR RED VELVET 
As in Shirley and The Awakening, the use of 
clothing, shoes and accessories by Edith 
Wharton’s protagonists is richly suggestive 
of the social roles of their owners. 
Hegenbarth-Rösgen’s analysis of the 
function of role attributes can again be used 
as a basis for examining the social roles and 
behavior of the female protagonists Ellen 
and May. Clair Hughes points out in her 
study, Dressed in Fiction, that 
“Traditionally, aspects of dress have been 
used to portray aspects of personality, 
particularly when a character first enters the 
story.”24 In The Age of Innocence, this is true 
for both May and Ellen. May is introduced 
into the story, as follows: 
and slightly withdrawn behind 
these brocaded matrons sat a young 
girl in white with eyes ecstatically 
fixed on the stage-lovers. As 
Madame Nilsson’s ‘M’ama!’ thrilled out above the silent house … a 
warm pink mounted to the girl’s cheek, mantled her brow to the roots of 
her fair braids, and suffused the young slope of her breast to the line 
where it met a modest tulle tucker fastened with a single gardenia. She 
dropped her eyes to the immense bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley on her 
knee, and Newland Archer saw her white-gloved finger-tips touch the 
flowers softly. (AOI, 9) 
May is the perfect picture of innocence in her white dress, with her blond hair in braids, and 
the modest tulle tucker. Ellen Olenska is introduced a few pages later as she enters the 
Opera box May is already sitting in. Ellen, or the Countess Olenska’s figure, is described as 
follows, 
It was that of a slim young woman, a little less tall than May Welland, 
with brown hair growing in close curls about her temples and held in 
place by a narrow band of diamonds. The suggestion of this head-dress, 
which gave her what was then called a ‘Josephine look’, was carried out 
in the cut of the dark blue velvet gown rather theatrically caught up under 
her bosom by a girdle with a large old-fashioned clasp. (AOI, 12) 
Ellen is wearing a dark blue velvet Empire dress, that is described as “unusual” (AOI, 12). 
She has dark hair, and she makes a worldly impression. Her dress reveals, when she leans 
forward, “a little bit more shoulder and bosom than New York was accustomed to seeing” 
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(16). Instead of wearing a “tulle tucker” with a “single gardenia” to cover her breasts, Ellen 
accentuates the shape of her body with a “girdle” with a large “clasp”.25  
Whereas May dresses exactly as a young woman should, and represents the perfect image 
of the ‘Angel in the House,’ and Archer delights in her, she remains largely unnoticed by 
the others. This is quite different for Ellen Olenska. The ‘men of society,’ present at the 
Opera immediately consider the question of how to categorize Ellen: 
Mr Sillerton Jackson had returned the opera-glass to Lawrence Lefferts. 
The whole of the club turned instinctively, waiting to hear what the old 
man had to say. (AOI, 9) 
He does not answer the question, but merely states, “I didn’t think the Mingotts would have 
tried it on,” as though Ellen herself were a dress (AOI, 11). For days after the Opera, people 
talk about her appearance and especially about her dress. Janey, Archer’s sister, for 
example, knows exactly what Ellen wore at the Opera, even if she did not attend the event 
herself, “At the Opera I know she had on dark blue velvet, perfectly plain and flat – like a 
night-gown” (36). Janey’s allusion to the night-gown causes her mother to cut her short, but 
her mother still extends the image of corruption that is being evoked, by saying: “We must 
always bear in mind what an eccentric bring-up Medora Manson gave her. What can you 
expect of a girl who was allowed to wear black satin at her coming-out ball?” (37). 
With the first introduction of the two characters, their personalities and social roles are 
clearly sketched; and throughout the rest of the story, these images remain largely the same. 
Unlike Edna Pontellier, who really desires to cast off her garments to become her real self, 
May and Ellen love and cherish their clothes. Throughout the story, their clothing is 
especially used by the narrator to stress the differences between them. Archer is quite 
surprised by their interest in clothes, but he discovers in the course of the story that next to 
an expression of their personality, it also has another function, 
he was struck again by the religious reverence of even the most 
unworldly American women for the social advantages of dress. 
‘It’s their armour,’ he thought, ‘their defence against the unknown, and 
their defiance of it.’And he understood for the first time the earnestness 
with which May, who was incapable of tying a ribbon in her hair to 
charm, had gone through the solemn rite of selecting and ordering her 
extensive wardrobe. (AOI, 166-167) 
During their honeymoon, Archer and May stay in Paris for a month, so that May can order 
her clothes from Worth, the firm from which she had also previously ordered her wedding 
dress. All of her clothes are described in great detail, from the clothing she wears at the 
Opera, to the wedding dress, and the outfit at the archery’s contest (AOI, 9, 156, 177). 
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The sky-blue cloak edged with swans’ down, 
that she wears to meet their London 
acquaintances, is another ensemble that 
really typifies May. It is beautiful, she looks 
impeccable, but it is also cold and aloof. We 
keep seeing the image of the “young marble 
athlete,” the “Greek goddess,” who moves 
with “classic grace” and “nymphlike ease,” 
and who is really more interested in sports 
and clothes than intellectual conversations or 
cultural holidays (AOI, 120, 159, 177).  
This spotless image is ruined, however, if we 
trace the chronological appearances of the 
wedding dress in the story. Every dress May 
owns is indicative of the social roles she 
fulfils, but it is her wedding dress that 
presents the ultimate picture of her socially 
prescribed role of wife. The first time May 
wears the wedding dress, the image is quite 
vague, “the vision of the cloud of tulle and 
orange blossoms floating nearer” (AOI, 
156). The dress is covered by a cloak, and it 
is also mentioned that she wears a veil  (157) 
but not much is added to the image here, and 
quite soon after the wedding, May changes 
into her traveling-clothes for the 
honeymoon. 
What is particularly interesting about the 
customs concerning wedding dresses is that 
it is normal for the bride to wear this costly 
garment during the first year or two of 
marriage. May does this sometimes during 
important events, and to manipulate Archer. It is her way to remind him of his wedding-
vows and to correct him with regard to his unfaithful behavior, 
It struck Archer that May, since their return from Europe, had seldom 
worn her bridal satin, and the surprise of seeing her in it made him 
compare her appearance with that of the young girl he had watched with 
such blissful anticipations two years earlier.  
Though May’s outline was slightly heavier, as her goddess-like build had 
foretold, her athletic erectness of carriage, and the girlish transparency of 
her expression, remained unchanged: but for the slight languor that 
Archer had lately noticed in her she would have been the exact image of 
the girl playing with the bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley on her betrothal 
evening. The fact seemed an additional appeal to his pity: such innocence 
was as moving as the trustful clasp of a child. (AOI, 267-268) 
 
Charles Frederick Worth Dress c. 1888 
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Archer recognizes the blue-white satin and old lace of her wedding dress, but May’s 
wearing it has the opposite effect to what she hoped for. It makes Archer realize that he 
cannot go on with the façade that he thinks his marriage really is, and he wants to tell May 
the truth.  
He pretends to have a headache and they go home, but when May exits the carriage her 
skirt gets caught in the step of the carriage and she tears it. Once inside the house, Archer 
attempts to confess that he loves Ellen, but instead he learns from May that Ellen plans to 
return to Europe indefinitely. It will later become clear that May has suggested to Ellen that 
she is pregnant, and Ellen, being the morally upright person that she is, then decides that 
she cannot elope with Archer. May’s lie puts a stain on her reputation of innocence and this 
stain is reflected in the now ruined wedding dress: “she … turned to the door, her torn and 
muddy wedding-dress dragging after her across the room” (AOI, 272). May successfully 
corrects both her mirror image’s and Archer’s behavior, and, as she is Archer’s wife, she 
has society’s full approval in this context; but the ruined dress also remains symbolic for 
their tainted marriage, and her blemished role of wife. May does have Archer’s loyalty, but 
his love and passion remain reserved for Ellen. 
Ellen shows a different picture and she also displays a different pattern of behavior. Though 
her dress at the Opera is dark blue, it is made of velvet and it has a sexy cut. Ellen’s 
décolletage as well as the reaction to it at the Opera “places” for the reader “dramatically 
both Ellen and New York society and reveals important shades of differences in taste and 
custom.”26 In the course of the novel, the type of fabric of her clothes stays the same, but 
the colors become more and more bright, and especially red seems to be a favorite color: 
It was usual for ladies who received in the evening to wear what were 
called ‘simple dinner dresses’; a close-fitting armour of whale-boned silk, 
slightly open in the neck, with lace ruffles filling in the crack, and tight 
sleeves with a flounce uncovering just enough wrist to show an Etruscan 
gold bracelet or a velvet band. But Madame Olenska, heedless of 
tradition, was attired in a long robe of red velvet bordered about the chin 
and down the front with glossy black fur. Archer remembered, on his last 
visit to Paris, seeing a portrait by a new painter, Carolus Duran, whose 
pictures were the sensation of the Salon, in which the lady wore one of 
these bold sheath-like robes with her chin nestling in fur. There was 
something perverse and provocative in the notion of fur worn in the 
evening in a heated drawing-room, and in the combination of a muffled 
throat and bare arms; but the effect was undeniably pleasing. (AOI, 90) 
This dress from Ellen is very modern. She did not let it “mellow” for one or two years 
before wearing it, as is the custom in Old New York (AOI, 215-216). Overall, Ellen’s 
clothes are not dictated by the current fashions. She ignores the contemporary code of 
fashion so ‘didactically’ emphasized by the narrator at the beginning of this quotation. She 
wears what she likes and the outfit may be old-fashioned as with the Josephine dress, or 
very modern, as is the case with this one. But the narrator also keeps stressing that Ellen 
has great taste and that she is always “stylishly dressed,” even when her clothing is not in 
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accordance with the local fashion rules (128). The problem with this dress, as with some of 
her other outfits, is that it is again too daring, and if a hint of sexual frankness comes 
through the prescribed limits, the clothes are judged as “perverse and provocative” by 
society (90). It seems a “properly opaque wrapping,” but it is also one that leaves every 
man excited with the “thought of the skin and hair that it conceals” and copies.27 Ellen’s 
sensuousness always stirs Archer, whether it is the cut of her dress, the playful touch of her 
fan, or her gay behavior, 
coming down a foot-path that crossed the highway, he caught sight of a 
slight figure in a red cloak, with a big dog running ahead. He hurried 
forward, and Madame Olenska stopped short with a smile of welcome.  
‘Ah, you’ve come!’ she said, and drew her hand from her muff.  
The red cloak made her look gay and vivid, like the Ellen Mingott of old 
days; and he laughed as he took her hand. (AOI, 111) 
Archer is excited, his gaze “delighted” by her red-cloaked figure, a “red meteor against the 
snow” (AOI, 112). Both the red velvet dress with fur and Ellen’s red coat give her a 
passionate and warm image, and, in a way, these clothes also seem fit for the role of 
mistress. Ellen, however, is too complex a person to be stereotyped in this way, and the 
love between her and Archer is too subtle to be tainted thus.  
Most of all, Archer loves the freedom she seems to represent. It is Ellen’s hands especially, 
and the accessories she wears on them, that depict that freedom.28 Ellen’s hands are 
mentioned more than forty times in the course of the story.29 This indicates their 
importance, especially to Archer. Ellen’s hands are mentioned five times early in the novel, 
and it is not until Archer’s first private meeting with Ellen that they become significant to 
him.30 When, during this meeting, Ellen stands by the fireplace, “A flame darted from the 
logs and she bent over the fire, stretching her thin hands so close to it that a faint halo shone 
about the oval nails” (AOI, 67). Archer’s concentration on her hands is equally apparent 
during their next get-together. This is only the second time Ellen’s hands become the center 
of his attention, though it is the tenth mention of them in the novel.31 
She paused for a long interval; so long that, not wishing to keep his eyes 
on her shaded face he had time to imprint on his mind the exact shape of 
her other hand, the one on her knee, and every detail of the three rings on 
her fourth and fifth fingers; among which, he noticed a wedding ring did 
not appear. (AOI, 94-95) 
Later on Archer remembers twice how that hand looked (AOI, 204, 278). The second time 
is during the farewell-dinner organized by May, 
                                                          
27
 Andrew Delbanco, “Missed Manners,” The New Republic (25 October, 1993): 31. 
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 Jim McWilliams points this out in his article “Wharton’s The Age of Innocence” Explicator 48:4 
(Summer 1990) 268-270, 269. 
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 Examples can be found on the following pages in AOI: 18, 30, 54, 58, 66, 67, 68, 91, 93, 94, 97 
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Madame Olenska put her hand on his arm, and he noticed that the hand 
was ungloved, and remembered how he had kept his eyes fixed on it the 
evening that he had sat with her in the little Twenty-third Street drawing-
room. All the beauty that had forsaken her face seemed to have taken 
refuge in the long pale fingers and faintly dimpled knuckles on his sleeve, 
and he said to himself: “If it were only to see her hand again I should 
have to follow her –” (AOI, 278) 
 
Archer and Ellen in the cottage on the van der Luyden Estate 
Illustration from:  Pictorial Review September 1920: 25. 
 
He never meets her again, though, and his final memory of Ellen is of the “long thin hand 
with three rings on it…” (AOI, 301). The symbolism of Ellen’s small and graceful hands 
becomes even more obvious when they are compared with May’s (McWilliams, 270). 
When May sits in the library embroidering cushions, it becomes clear to Archer that she 
“was not a clever needle-woman; her large capable hands were made for riding, rowing and 
open-air activities” (246). In contrast to her broad, practical and very married hands, with 
“the betrothal sapphire shining on her left hand above her broad gold wedding-ring,” 
Ellen’s hands, without wedding rings, seem almost ineffective (246). They are objects for 
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love and affection. Archer touches and holds her hands seventeen times.32 Archer and 
Ellen’s love is never consummated, and the only undressing that is mentioned in the story 
happens in the following scene:33 
Her hand remained in his, and as the carriage lurched across the gang-
plank on the ferry he bent over, unbuttoned her tight brown glove, and 
kissed her palm as if he had kissed a relic. (AOI, 238-239) 
The contrast between the two pairs of hands reflects Archer’s relationship with both 
women. Archer sees May as a duty, and he never really considers her beyond her social 
roles of wife, housewife, and mother (AOI, 289). Ellen he associates with freedom, and he 
recognizes her as “the flower of life” that he has missed (289). He does not push her into 
the role of mistress, but appreciates and respects her individuality. Ellen’s own statement, 
that she can only love Archer when she gives him up is proof from her side, too, that their 
love is based on respect and not on passion only. Ellen’s role-attributes and her behavior 
depict her as the typical lady. She does not stick to the accepted behavioral patterns for 
women, and her conduct is highly individualized, as is her use of clothing and accessories. 
The alternative social role she presents shows an interesting contrast to the accepted 
patterns of behavior and social roles for women. Not only Archer, but basically the whole 
of Old New York society is presented with an intriguing alternative. An alternative 
criticized by the conservative members of that society, but highly valued by others, and also 




In this section, I will have a close look at the behavioral patterns of both female 
protagonists in their relationship with Archer. May and Ellen are presented as having 
completely different types of behavior in contexts that are heavily prescribed with rules and 
regulations for women. May presents the right, modest, traditional, but also rigid type of 
behavior every time. Ellen’s behavior is individualized, steadfast, and honest, but she 
makes life difficult for herself, because she does not adhere to the accepted norm and value 
system for women. 
Ellen is depicted as freely ventilating her ideas and feelings and giving an honest 
expression of her broad view of the world. She does not adapt her use of language except in 
moments of extreme vulnerability, and she often plays with language. When Archer 
questions her concerning her divorce and asks her what she should gain, she simply says 
“But my freedom – is that nothing?” (AOI, 96). Archer’s own philosophizing about equal 
rights for women would lead one to think that he can understand this, and agree with her. 
Instead he is terribly concerned about what people might think. He is still conditioned by 
his habitus to such an extent that he cannot make up his own mind in this context. 
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Something similar happens when Archer suggests that they should have a relationship. 
Ellen’s answer is: 
‘Is it your idea, then, that I should live with you as your mistress – since I 
can’t be your wife?’ she asked. 
The crudeness of the question startled him: the word was one that women 
of his class fought shy of, even when their talk flitted closest about the 
topic. He noticed that Madame Olenska pronounced it as if it had a 
recognized place in her vocabulary, and he wondered if it had been used 
familiarly in her presence in the horrible life she had fled from. Her 
question pulled him up with a jerk, and he floundered. (AOI, 242) 
Apparently women in 1870 did not use such words so straightforwardly. By doing this, 
Ellen makes it very clear what the reality would be like for her if they did start an affair, 
and that it would be quite different from Archer’s dream view of going to a place without 
prejudice, “Where we shall be simply two human beings who love each other” (AOI, 242).  
Ellen also criticizes and makes jokes about society. In discussing Medora Manson’s interest 
in Dr. Carver’s Utopian worldviews, she states that Medora is a good convert to new ideas: 
‘A convert to what?’ 
‘To all sorts of new and crazy social schemes. But, do you know, they 
interest me more than the blind conformity to tradition – somebody else’s 
tradition – that I see among our own friends. It seems stupid to have 
discovered America only to make it into a copy of another country.’ She 
smiled across the table. ‘Do you suppose Christopher Columbus would 
have taken all that trouble just to go to the Opera with the Selfridge 
Merrys?’ (AOI, 201) 
Ellen loves Old New York, but she looks straight through the underlying norm and value 
system, and she is very direct in discussing it with Archer. She is also not afraid of 
admitting her love for Archer. When he asks her why she does not go back to Europe, she 
states: “I believe it’s because of you.” The narrator describes the effect of this statement on 
Archer as follows: 
It was impossible to make the confession more dispassionately, or in a 
tone less encouraging to the vanity of the person addressed. Archer 
reddened to the temples, but dared not move or speak: it was as if her 
words had been some rare butterfly that the least motion might drive off 
on startled wings, but that might gather a flock about it if it were left 
undisturbed. (AOI, 202) 
The critic Gary H. Lindberg notes that Ellen effectively earns Newland’s respect and 
directs their relationship through her use of language: 
Archer … learns to admire her for her honesty, her directness, and her 
seemingly simple way of facing things as they are, without evasion, 
sentimentality, or undue perturbation. (Lindberg, 84) 
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Ellen’s clarity and her irony prevent her from following illusions and reveal her actual 
place in New York society. Ellen empowers herself with language. 
May, Ellen’s mirror image, however, is portrayed as showing the more acceptable type of 
behavior for a woman, she compromises in her behavior. One of the first compromises she 
makes is to give up her right to express herself freely. In the first scene, May’s ability to 
communicate with Newland without speech reveals both how well they pay attention to one 
another and how simple their relationship is. The narrator comments: 
The persons of their world lived in an atmosphere of faint implications 
and pale delicacies, and the fact that he and she understood each other 
without a word seemed to the young man to bring them nearer together 
than any explanation would have done. (AOI, 18) 
We saw a similar type of communication between Edna Pontellier and her husband Léonce 
in The Awakening (AW, 45). Yet, this ability to discuss a problem by looking deep into the 
eyes of a loved one is later made slightly absurd in The Age of Innocence when the van der 
Luydens practice this art. The narrator describes their entire conversation with one another 
as follows:  
Husband and wife looked at each other again. Their pale eyes clung 
together in prolonged and serious consultation; then a faint smile fluttered 
over Mrs van der Luyden’s face. She had evidently guessed and 
approved. (AOI, 51) 
The words and phrases used in this passage are just a little too extreme: “A prolonged and 
serious consultation” would seem quite difficult in this way. And the fact that throughout 
the novel it appears to be their main way of communicating makes the reader doubt the 
sincerity of their unanimity. 
The problem for May is that she really does have more to say. Evidence of May’s 
compromise can, for example, be noticed in the telegrams that she sends.34 The telegram to 
Ellen says,  
Granny’s telegram successful. Papa and Mamma agree marriage after 
Easter. Am telegraphing Newland. Am too happy for words and love you 
dearly. Your grateful May. (AOI, 147) 
Her telegram to Archer simply says, “Parents consent wedding Tuesday after Easter at 
twelve Grace Church eight bridesmaids please see Rector so happy love May” (AOI, 148). 
Ellen’s telegram is the more expensive one, and reveals more information about May’s 
habits. However innocent May may seem, she is much more aggressive than her silence 
suggests; but, outwardly she compromises, giving up language to share a silent 
understanding of the complex system of customs, or habitus in which she and Newland 
live. 
A second context in which Ellen and May can be compared is the depicted use of their 
intellect. Ellen is an intelligent woman and she does not give up her intellectual life, but she 
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pays a price for her independence. New York society defines her as ‘Bohemian’ when she 
attends any exhibition of the performing arts, except for the Opera. To be artistic is to be 
alien. A recent critic, Emily Orlando, argues that, “in spite of the portraits Archer serves up 
Ellen is in fact the artist.”35 When she was a child, her free spirit was associated with the 
artistry of different cultures, such as Spain and Italy. Her sophistication also owes much to 
real education in art and music, as we have seen. Throughout the novel Ellen has books 
lying around her drawing room and watches performances at the homes of people who are 
less acceptable, on the fringes of society, such as the Blenkers and Mrs. Lemuel Struthers. 
When Ellen lives in the artistic district, away from the elite members of society, Archer 
tells her the area is not “fashionable.” In her answer, she points out the conflict that she 
faces between her desire to exert her intellectual independence and her desire to be 
accepted by society: 
Fashionable! Do you all think so much of that? Why not make one’s own 
fashions? But I suppose I’ve lived too independently; at any rate, I want 
to do what you all do – I want to feel cared for and safe. (AOI, 65) 
Ellen is portrayed as almost always choosing intellectual independence over conformity, 
but she suffers from society’s disapproval. It is not until the end of the novel that she has 
developed her own values and ideas enough to break free of society’s opinion. 
May is presented to us as making compromises in relation to her intellectual autonomy. She 
places her intellectual growth mainly in the hands of her husband, but Archer concludes:  
There was no use in trying to emancipate a wife who had not the dimmest 
notion that she was not free; and he had long since discovered that May’s 
only use of the liberty she supposed herself to possess would be to lay it 
on the altar of her wifely adoration. (AOI, 164-165) 
Even though Archer knows that he oppresses May, he also knows that all of her education 
has prepared her to live in a social context where women are indeed oppressed. Before their 
engagement, Archer dreams of teaching May about “the masterpieces of literature which it 
would be his manly privilege to reveal to his bride” (AOI, 10). Yet, their intellectual life 
after marriage is not what he had hoped it would be: “since he had ceased to provide her 
with opinions she had begun to hazard her own, with results destructive to his enjoyment of 
the works commented on” (246). May has no desire to develop interests beyond her 
education and upbringing. This discovery intrigues Archer:  
He shivered a little, remembering some of the new ideas in his scientific 
books, and the much-cited instance of the Kentucky cave-fish, which had 
ceased to develop eyes because they had no use for them. What if, when 
he had bidden May Welland to open hers, they could only look out 
blankly at blankness? (AOI, 72) 
It is interesting to see that it is again Archer, the main male character, who thinks this. 
Archer is genuinely worried about the ignorance of some women in his society. Lindberg, 
however, argues that May is not so innocent as Archer thinks and that she actually 
possesses amazing self-control, a quality that “illustrates the other major strength of Old 
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New York’s manners: they sustain personal dignity while providing a delicate measure of 
one’s feelings and sacrifices” (Lindberg, 107). May warns Archer not to think that her 
dignity interferes with her intelligence. She tells him: “You mustn’t think that a girl knows 
as little as her parents imagine. One hears and one notices – one has one’s own feelings and 
ideas” (AOI, 126). Archer should really know better, because he has seen the two faces of 
his own unmarried sister: “Janey knew every fold of the Beaufort mystery, but in public 
Mrs Archer continued to assume that the subject was not one for the unmarried” (AOI, 34). 
Overall, however, May’s and Janey’s intelligence is limited to social events; it does not 
extend to an appreciation of art or science. Archer’s view of May also indicates the 
limitations of Old New York. Margaret McDowell describes the narrowness of his 
interpretation of his wife as follows: 
He never sees that what he calls ‘her abysmal purity’ is a myth largely of 
his own formulation – one that underestimates her intelligence and the 
extent of her worldly knowledge. (McDowell, 98) 
However, Archer does seem to realize that such innocence is a myth. At the beginning of 
the novel, he contemplates that such “frankness and innocence were only an artificial 
product,” and he adds: “Untrained human nature was not frank and innocent, it was full of 
the twists and defences of an instinctive guile” (AOI, 42). Overall, Archer seems to plead 
for more openness and straightforwardness, rather than the traditional codes of conduct, 
which seem to deny especially women the genuine expression of themselves. Archer’s idea 
that marriage is limiting for women echoes the complaint of many actual women in society. 
Yet, the traditional norms and values of the 1870s still prescribe that the husband should 
introduce the wife to whatever intellectual pursuits might be suitable for a young woman. 
A third context in which Ellen and May are shown to have completely different behavioral 
patterns is the degree of passion they possess.36 Ellen is portrayed as a much more 
passionate heroine than May, yet she finds passion only briefly, before the story begins. 
Ellen’s spiritual maturation occurs after her rebellion. She does not hide her feelings and 
her struggle with freedom and responsibility is especially difficult because it is emotionally 
charged. She represents temptation for Archer, because she has such capacity for passion 
compared to May. The simplest touch sends sparks: “Then stay with me a little longer,” 
Madame Olenska said in a low tone, just touching his knee with her plumed fan. It was the 
lightest touch, but it thrilled him like a caress” (AOI, 58). This scene sounds like the 
beginning of a love scene, but the two characters are sitting in the middle of a crowd at a 
party. Ellen has the power both to feel strongly and to choose not to start a relationship. 
Unlike May, who resists Archer’s advances out of modesty, suspicion, or fear, Ellen 
chooses not to continue kissing Archer, because she believes it is unethical: “She gave him 
back all his kiss, but after a moment he felt her stiffening in his arms, and she put him aside 
and stood up” (144). This almost symbolic act of standing up for herself at the end of Book 
1 shows that together with deep feelings, she has a great sense of responsibility. 
May is again presented as adapting her behavior; now by denying the existence of passion, 
even in her own relationship with Archer. When she tries to be the perfect fiancée, May 
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ironically seems boyish rather than feminine, because she is too innocent. When Archer 
kisses her for the second time, she resists, and “he saw that she was disturbed, and shaken 
out of her cool boyish composure” (AOI, 120). Her beauty, combined with the portrayed 
boyish qualities, indicate that her strength in New York is directly related to her innocence. 
Her lack of passion is most obviously clear to Archer just after their wedding, when they 
are traveling to the train station. The narrator describes: 
She was alone for the first time with her husband, but her husband was 
only the charming comrade of yesterday. There was no one whom she 
liked as much, no one whom she trusted as completely, and the 
culminating “lark” of the whole delightful adventure of engagement and 
marriage was to be off with him alone on a journey, like a grownup 
person, like a “married woman,” in fact. (AOI, 158-159) 
Previously, she had been introduced to society as a maiden debutante; and in Old New 
York she has no power whatsoever until she marries. May is excited to share her new 
identity with the man who has thus empowered her, but Newland has no idea why she is 
more interested in the wedding journey, than in the wedding night. He does not understand 
how important it is to May that her new role gives her status in their society. Possibly she 
knows little about sex, but he knows even less about the woman he will wake up with the 
next day; in that sense, he is as naïve as May. 
May’s lack of interest or curiosity is alienating. Archer’s first reaction is to admire her 
simplicity, yet a tone of condescension undermines his amazement. He thinks to himself, 
“It was wonderful that – as he had learned in the Mission garden at St Augustine – such 
depths of feeling could coexist with such absence of imagination” (AOI, 159). His 
interpretation of May is almost dehumanizing:  
Perhaps that faculty of unawareness was what gave her eyes their 
transparency, and her face the look of representing a type rather than a 
person; as if she might have been chosen to pose for a Civic Virtue or a 
Greek goddess. (AOI, 159) 
The ‘fish’ image again comes to mind here. May Welland is represented as a passionless 
manifestation of the Neoclassical ideal of beauty and the Enlightenment ideal of civic duty. 
She also seems to depict the nineteenth-century ideal of eternal innocence:  
The blood that ran so close to her fair skin might have been a preserving 
fluid rather than a ravaging element; yet her look of  indestructible 
youthfulness made her seem neither hard nor dull, but only primitive and 
pure. (AOI, 159) 
In this way, the narrator chills May’s personality until she becomes the “primitive and 
pure,” and seems to be compared to a dead body preserved. The image of preserving fluid 
in May’s veins appears to suggest that she is a museum specimen, embalmed and archaic to 
the contemporary readers in the 1920s, and the ultimate example of what the ‘Angel in the 
House’ should be like to both Ellen and the reader.  
The last context in which May and Ellen will be compared is their depicted behavior in the 
public sphere. With her dubious background, Ellen is expected to stay completely out of the 
public sphere, to slink back to town and gradually earn a place among her family; but she 
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finds it hard to stay out of the public eye, partly because Catherine Mingott reintroduces her 
to New York by sending her to the Opera. Ellen complains about her lack of privacy in the 
homes of her family and friends: 
Is there nowhere in an American house where one may be by oneself?  
You’re so shy, and yet you’re so public. I always feel as if I were in the 
convent again – or on the stage, before a dreadfully polite audience that 
never applauds. (AOI, 113) 
A comparison of her and May’s behavior shows the degree to which Ellen’s actions occur 
in public. May helps Ellen privately and consents to attend the Opera with her cousin only 
when her family demands her to take that step. Archer is “glad that his future wife should 
not be restrained by false prudery from being kind (in private) to her unhappy cousin” 
(AOI, 14). Ellen, however, openly helps Mrs. Beaufort by comforting her after Mr. 
Beaufort is financially ruined and both Beauforts are disgraced. Society, in the voice of the 
van der Luydens, is shocked that Ellen makes this gesture publicly. As Mr. van der Luyden 
says, “to have kept her grandmother’s carriage at a defaulter’s door!” (266)  
The appreciation of art by New Yorkers is so limited in the novel that even Archer, who 
prides himself on his wide-ranging knowledge, mistakenly thinks that when Ellen says she 
enjoys seeing artists, she means painters. She explains: “But I was really thinking of 
dramatic artists, singers, actors, musicians” (AOI, 91). Ellen also enters the public sphere in 
Washington by associating with the “brilliant diplomatic society” (180). Throughout the 
story she achieves a level of independence that would have been almost improbable in 
contemporary society.  
Cynthia Wolff, however, stresses that both an understanding and appreciation of society are 
very important factors in the formation of one’s identity; and she adds: individual “growth, 
then, must proceed from an understanding of one’s background – a coming to terms with 
one’s past, not a flight from it” (Wolff, 313). The psychological need for society of the 
individual combined with the pressures that Old New York places on women creates an 
opposition heightened by the fragility of that society’s order. As limited and carefully 
controlled as New York is, the slightest pressure causes this society to react strongly to 
defend itself; in this case, especially against too liberal behavioral patterns and a disregard 
of the separate spheres ideology.  
May again makes compromises and displays the correct type of behavior for a woman by 
entering the public sphere only on appropriate occasions. She moves around freely within 
the family circle, but follows conventions in all of her other relations with society. The 
elaborate customs for women in the public sphere are noteworthy. When May and Archer 
visit their relatives during their engagement, they seem to go to an endless number of 
houses. Seen through Newland’s eyes, the ritual becomes almost meaningless:  
‘Tomorrow,’ Mrs Welland called after him, ‘we’ll do the Chiverses and 
the Dallases’; and he perceived that she was going through their two 
families alphabetically, and that they were only in the first quarter of the 
alphabet. (AOI, 60) 
A wedding is an acceptable meeting of public and private roles for a woman. The impact 
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nostalgia for the simplicity and beauty of a woman’s public role. At the most personal of 
occasions, his own wedding, Archer is mentally completely absent. When May walks up 
the aisle of the church, Archer is in a daze, floating in and out of a reverie. Archer sees her 
not as a person, but as “the vision of the cloud of tulle and orange-blossoms floating nearer 
and nearer” (AOI, 156). Finally, she arrives at his side: “Then, in a moment, May was 
beside him, such radiance streaming from her that it sent a faint warmth through his 
numbness, and he straightened himself and smiled into her eyes” (AOI, 156). Yet, Archer 
sees her as a vision, an image that complements him, and makes him feel good, but hardly 
as a real person. In a way, this seems to satirize the role women apparently have in 
contemporary society. They are present, but they remain largely unnoticed. The nostalgia 
comes in, when we realize that the situation depicted takes place in the 1870s. When the 
novel was published in 1920 women were no longer such a complete absence, and the 
‘nostalgia’ becomes ironic in itself. It seems improbable that one would want such a 
situation to recur. 
It is interesting to see that in whichever context May and Ellen are compared, similar points 
come to the fore. May’s correctness, but also her rigidity keep being stressed, whereas Ellen 
is always seen as a warm, passionate, and intelligent woman. May consistently functions as 
social corrective towards Ellen; but she shows a type of behavior that reaches its ultimate 
correction in the lie about her pregnancy and Ellen’s exclusion from New York society.  
May’s corrective behavior is efficient, but besides thematizing the accepted behavioral 
patterns for women, the basic idea of marriage itself is also raised to a higher level of 
understanding. Overall, the Archer marriage is referred to as dull, and Archer considers it a 
duty (AOI, 289). The couple raises three children in a placid household, and though both 
May and Archer fulfil the tasks and social roles allotted to them to perfection, the narrator 
makes you wonder about their happiness, and by analogy about the possibility of achieving 
happiness in marriage, in this way, at all. People seem to be performing their roles, but 
there is no genuine interaction. There is no real communication between the partners; a 
problem that we also saw with the Pontellier couple. It seems as if they perform a play, or 
rite, rather than a real sharing of feelings, interests or ideas. The reader of the 1920s is thus 
made aware of both the positive and the negative aspects of Old New York society; the 
‘nostalgic’ aspects are exposed and their repressive nature is revealed. 
 
5.4: THE WOMAN QUESTION 
There are two ways of spreading light: 




The hero and main focus of this novel is a man, Newland Archer, who is attracted to two 
distinct and incompatible women. The two women function as Archer’s ‘muses,’ evoking 
opposed responses. In the course of the novel, Archer is challenged by his interest in both 
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women to consider risky questions about the social position of women. The Age of 
Innocence is a novel about womanhood, as the plot turns on the ‘woman question,’ puzzled 
out by a male protagonist. 
Joslin indicates that the “Archer honeymoon is supposed to begin” a “Pygmalion process”; 
Archer “hopes to show May the best of European culture, complete with a tour of the 
Italian Lakes”; to give her an intellectual education, and to make her into an independent 
woman. Instead, he finds out that “May is as ‘morbidly’ interested in clothes as his sister 
Janey is” (Joslin, 102). Her sportsmanship becomes obvious, as well, making 
“mountaineering” and “swimming” more suitable for their holiday than “Italian Lakes” and 
masterworks of literature (AOI, 164). In spite of his educational efforts, May does not 
develop into his ideal; instead, she dutifully fulfils the expected social roles and she 
discontinues some of her own tastes and talents.  
If Archer had contemplated his educational approach more deeply, he might have revised 
and changed his own ideas about ‘freedom.’ After all his attempts to change her, May does 
as she thinks best or, more precisely “she continues to perform those social customs and to 
hold those tribal beliefs that she inherited” from her habitus and cultural background 
(Joslin, 102-103). Archer may assume that he is the patriarch in his household; in reality, 
his life is determined by a traditional set of norms and values and by group convention. 
May’s most compromising and manipulative act is that she “revealed her condition to Ellen 
during their long conversation two weeks before” her pregnancy was officially confirmed.38 
Both women know that this fact will make a possible union of Ellen and Archer unlikely. 
Joslin explains that:  
The pregnancy is proof that despite his passionate words to Ellen, 
[Archer] continues to have sex with his wife. But more than that, a 
pregnancy means the extension of the family, an institution jealously 
protected by the larger community. (Joslin, 103)  
In spite of the fact that she loves Archer, Ellen is reluctant to ignore that social custom. Her 
behavior is still influenced by the fixed conventions and the standards of propriety of Old 
New York society. Margaret Mc Dowell stresses that: 
In Wharton’s work, a woman who has asked enough searching questions 
about herself and her status in society is aware – as is the reader – that 
she has settled for conformity and compromise and she knows why she 
has been willing to do so. She has thought the issue through and knows 
who she is, where she stands as a person, and what, if any, her 
alternatives may be.39  
Archer would like to substitute one woman for another, but May and Ellen are ‘real’ 
women who also have to manage their own lives in the rather complicated society of the 
1870s. Ellen has to find an alternative indeed. As she does not have an independent income, 
she is financially dependent on her husband or her family. Joslin suggests that Ellen is able 
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to use her awkward situation to persuade “her grandmother Catherine Mingott to give her 
enough money to live an independent life in Paris” (Joslin, 103). Both May and Ellen can 
thus live a life that is not inappropriate to them. May rescues her marriage, she brings up a 
family, and she dies nursing little Bill. Having “given her life in the effort, she went 
contentedly to her place in the Archer vault in St. Mark’s” (AOI, 290). May has been as 
perfect a wife, housewife and mother as she could. Ellen starts a new life in Paris, she finds 
a pleasant apartment in the Faubourg St Germain, near the Hotel des Invalides. She does 
not go back to her husband and she does not become a mistress; instead she lives an 
interesting and full life in France. She surrounds herself with artists and writers, visits 
museums and art galleries, and, overall, her life is presented as much more creative and 
fulfilling than the lives led by some of the female protagonists of the other novels examined 
in this dissertation, including Edna Pontellier and (as we shall see later on) Julia Martin. 
It is interesting to see that both this American novel and The Awakening discussed earlier 
present images of ‘awakened’ females who seem to have more influence on their own lives 
than was generally considered appropriate. Joonok Huh points out that such female 
characters “necessitated the reformulation of the images of male characters, as well.” 
According to Huh, male characters in this type of novel began to change “in a variety of 
ways; their dominance was lessened, and their undisputed authority was subverted.”40 In 
The Awakening Robert was a less dominant male hero than was regular for the time, and 
Mr. Pontellier’s authority was indeed undermined. The male main character in The Age of 
Innocence seems to have even less power. The influence of the male images was 
increasingly “limited to the domestic and social sphere, while women rebelled against these 
traditions, seeking independence.” Huh argues that this development seems to take place in 
two stages. The first was “a transitional stage” which challenged the traditional male 
stereotypes without radically changing patterns. This stage was exemplified by Chopin’s 
novel. The second stage “involved a more radical transformation of the fabric of society.” 
This development begins to take place in the society depicted in The Age of Innocence. By 
the end of the gradual evolution in gender roles depicted in this book, the women are no 
longer the only ones who make compromises;  the male character does this as well and, 
according to Huh,  ultimately becomes a ‘victim’ of his “own refined self-consciousness.” 
What is particularly noteworthy in this context, is that The Age of Innocence confirms 
Bourdieu’s ideas about habitus; that society is implicitly constrained by “a whole universe 
of ritual practices and also of discourses, sayings, proverbs, all structured in concordance 
with the principles of the corresponding habitus,” and that someone’s life is steered by the 
strength of socialization, especially at early ages.41 Early socialization has made Archer’s 
tastes and behavior more consistent with May’s habitus than with Ellen’s. It is therefore not 
too surprising that he marries May. However, as Bourdieu notes, as well, a person’s habitus 
also has genuine constitutive power; it is not merely a reflection of ‘reality.’ Possibilities 
for altering habitus do exist, especially at times affected by change: if conditions of the 
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social environment are different for a new generation of individuals, these conditions can 
develop new dispositions and result in an altered habitus. 
Wharton consciously creates a male main character who has different ideas about the 
possibilities for women. Both his approach and Ellen’s example of more individualized and 
independent behavioral patterns present options for anticipation to the other characters and 
the readers. Archer’s children already demonstrate these more liberated behavioral patterns 
still criticized in the Old New York of the 1870s. Archer’s son, Dallas, is introduced in the 
last chapter and he is presented as being very open-minded and almost uninhibited in his 
behavior; and when he wants to marry Fanny, Beaufort’s illegitimate daughter, the depicted 
New York society of the 1900s gives its full approval. Within one generation tremendous 
improvements have been made in the possibilities for individualized behavior for both men 
and women. 
Throughout the novel, Wharton, too, uses the opposed images of the ‘Angel in the House’ 
and the more rebellious character to typify the two female protagonists. May remains 
angelic in her looks throughout the novel, but her behavior becomes tainted in the course of 
the story. Ellen, on the other hand, at first appears to be the social ‘monster,’ but it is 
mainly society that (mis-)judges her in that way. In the course of the story, her true nature 
is revealed. The opposite sides of the mirror image become less opposed in the course of 
the novel, and it is this gradual change in the appreciation of both female protagonists and 
the thoughts and feelings of the main male character that make the novel quite an eye-
opener. Wharton thus succeeds in making the reader become aware of the restricted social 
roles for women through the considerations both sexes have about the ‘woman question,’ 
and she thus influences the reader to look critically at the society of the 1870s. 
5.5: TELLING IT SLANT 
It does not seem to have been Wharton’s initial aim to write a novel about the plight of 
women.42 On the contrary, in her autobiography A Backward Glance Wharton states that 
after the first World War she had “to get away from the present altogether.” She found 
escape in going back to my childish memories of a long-vanished 
America, and wrote “The Age of Innocence”. I showed it chapter by 
chapter to Walter Berry; and when he had finished reading it he said: 
“Yes, it’s good. But of course you and I are the only people who will ever 
read it. We are the last people left who can remember New York and 
Newport as they were then, and nobody else will be interested.” I secretly 
agreed with him as to the chances of the book’s success; but it “had its 
fate”, and that was – to be one of my rare best-sellers!43 
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Wharton was paid $18,000 by the Pictorial Review for the serial rights for the novel and to 
this Appleton added an advance of  $15,000 against royalties.44 The publication of the 
novel did not go immaculately. In a letter to Rutger B. Jewett, her editor, Wharton wrote: 
I was very much surprised to hear from my sister-in-law the other day 
when she called at the Pictorial Review Office for proofs the lady 
representing Mr. Vance told her that the book was evidently to be a long 
one and that the editor would evidently have to cut out some passages. As 
you know, it was stipulated that the novel furnished to the Pictorial 
Review should not be less than 100.000 words long. I see no reason to 
expect that it will exceed this length and it may even fall short by 3 or 
4.000 words. In any case as I am prepared to keep my part of the 
agreement I shall expect the Magazine to do the same and not to tamper 
with the text of my novel … I cannot consent to have my work treated as 
if it were prose-by-the-yard. (Lewis, 428) 
The publication in serial form of The Age of Innocence appeared in four parts from July- 
October 1920 in the magazine section of the Pictorial Review.45 Soon after, it was 
published as a book by D. Appleton & Co. in both New York and London. The novel was 
not only a financial success, it was also highly praised by critics. Wharton received the 
‘Pulitzer Prize’ for her novel The Age of Innocence in May 1921 and there were plans to 
make a stage version of the novel (Lewis, 439).46 There was joined critical and popular 
support for the novel from the day it was published. In a letter to Bernard Berenson, 
Wharton indicated that, 
I did so want “The Age” to be taken not as a “costume piece” but as a 
“simple & grave” story of two people trying to live up to something that 
was still “felt in the blood” at that time; & you, & the few other people 
whose opinion I care about, have made me feel that perhaps I have. 
Thank you so much for taking the trouble to tell me your impressions of 
the book. (Lewis, 433)  
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Characterization 
The most well-known critics of the time, Professor William Lyon Phelps from Yale, Carl 
Van Doren, and Henry Seidel Canby all wrote laudatory reviews. The Age of Innocence 
was regarded superior to Wharton’s earlier novels. In contrast to the reviews written in 
relation to Shirley and The Awakening,  most of the reviews of The Age of Innocence were 
not anonymous. Only one-third of the articles were unsigned, while all the other reviews 
were attributed to well-known and respected critics. Overall, the articles show a thorough 
analysis of the text; they do contain the occasional quotations, but such extracts are usually 
quite brief. The first article discussed here is by Professor Phelps, who wrote that Wharton 
was a writer to bring:  
glory on the name America, and [The Age of Innocence] is her best book 
… New York society and customs in the seventies are described with an 
accuracy that is almost uncanny; to read these pages is to live again. The 
absolute imprisonment in which her characters stagnate, their artificial 
and false standards, the desperate monotony of trivial routine, the slow 
petrifaction of generous ardours, the paralysis of emotion, the 
accumulation of ice around the heart, the total loss of life in upholstered 
existence – are depicted with a high excellence that never falters. And in 
the last few pages the younger generation comes in like fresh air. Mrs. 
Wharton is all for the new and against the old; here, at all events, her 
sympathies are warm.47  
Straight from the beginning there is the awareness that the novel is not only a love story but 
also a social critique of the society of Old New York in the 1870s. But Phelps adds the 
following comment: 
The two young women of the story are contrasted in a manner that is of 
the essence of drama without being in the least artificial. The radiantly 
beautiful young wife might have had her way without a shadow on it, 
were it not for the appearance of the Countess Olenska, who is, what the 
other women are not, a personality. Newland Archer, between these two 
women, and loved by both, is not at all to be envied. The love scenes 
between him and Ellen are wonderful in their terrible, inarticulate 
passion; it is curious how much more real they are than the unrestrained 
detailed descriptions thought by so many writers to be ‘realism.’ 
Phelps notices the contrasting of the two female main characters and he praises the style in 
which the novel was written. In the discussion of The Awakening, we did indeed notice that 
Chopin’s ‘emotional realism’ led to a depiction of a similar situation that was considered 
too extreme by the critics of the time. Wharton’s ‘society realism’ and the ironic comments 
by the narrator create a different type of representation and a distance to the events in the 
story that make it more acceptable reading at the time.  
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Carl Van Doren, another important American critic, wrote two reviews. Both were 
published in the Nation. The first appeared in 1920.48 In this review, he is especially 
intrigued by the portrayal of “form” and “iron taboos,” and he adds: 
These characters who move with such precision and veracity through the 
ritual of a frozen caste are here as real as their actual lives would ever 
have let them be. They are stiff with ceremonial garments and heavy with 
the weight of imagined responsibilities. Mrs. Wharton’s triumph is that 
she had described these rites and surfaces and burdens as familiarly as if 
she loved them and as lucidly as if she hated them. 
In the second article, Van Doren comments on Wharton’s style in a more general way and 
studies the society of Old New York as described in most of her work. He examines Lily 
Bart, Undine Spragg, and Newland Archer in relation to that society.49 He believes that 
from the beginning Wharton’s talent has lain in being able to reproduce representative 
characters of that social context. He indicates that Wharton resembles Jane Austen in her 
social satire and depiction of decorum, stressing that “her natural, instinctive habitat is a 
true tower of irony.”50 Van Doren notices the social criticism in the novel and is appalled 
by the stifling influence of the portrayed habitus of New York society on individual lives, 
but he praises the characterization of both male and female characters. 
Most contemporary British reviewers are quite intrigued as well, and many of them again 
focus on characterization. An anonymous critic of the British Saturday Review believes, 
that the book is a picture of:  
Gentlemen of unbounded leisure and a taste for commercial probity 
which amounts to a disease, ladies combining the angel and the bore in a 
measure beyond the dreams even of a Thackeray, troops of obsequious 
and efficient white domestics!51 
This critic mentions the opposition of the female main characters, and the contrast referred 
to comes close to the opposition dealt with here, though his phrasing is quite derogatory. 
However, there is no detailed analysis of Wharton’s ideas in relation to women’s liberation. 
Another British reviewer, Frederick Watson, even goes so far as to state: 
[Wharton], unlike so many of her English contemporaries, has no religion 
to teach, no grievance to air, no political betrayal to reveal. Her subjects 
are people, of a period perhaps, but people whose characteristics of 
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snobbery, isolation, conservatism and humbug are not peculiar to the year 
’75. 
Still, Watson is very positive about her novel and concludes, 
It is the highest compliment to an artist to say that one never questions a 
word or action of her characters as unnatural or frankly beyond belief. 
When any writer can step back half a century and write as though the 
people lived next door there is no more to be said.52 
It is the verisimilitude of both the male and female characters that this reviewer approves 
of.  
Not all of the American and British reviewers were so focused in their analysis of the 
novel, nor so interested in or appreciative of Wharton’s characterization. The American 
critic, Lillian Whiting, is quite critical of the more liberated patterns of behavior depicted in 
the final chapters of The Age of Innocence, and she does not like Ellen: 
Mrs. Wharton has imagination and a power of subtle insight into the 
springs of action; however, the closing chapters of The Age of Innocence 
do not seem to reveal her usual fine touch. And an even greater defect in 
the book is that of the character of Ellen, whom her creator constantly 
asserts to be charming, but who does not in the least produce that effect 
on the reader.53 
Ellen is apparently too individualistic, too different, to be considered acceptable for this 
critic. In spite of the fact that Whiting does not refer to emancipation directly, it is telling 
that it is especially the more liberated aspects that she criticizes. 
Similarly negative is the reviewer of the British newspaper The Guardian, who wrote quite 
a slighting article about this American novel.54 In a review entitled “Puppets in a Period,” 
this reviewer states: 
The book is careful, studied, temperate, but it is dull with detail which 
does not create illusion. There is no illusion. The picture does not 
compose, and these three hearts do not stir us because they do not beat. 
They are puppets set in a period. 
Wharton knew that her characterization was sometimes considered a weakness. Her own 
explanation for her type of  characterization was as follows. The Boston judge and novelist 
Robert Grant had once written to her in a discussion of another novel that in that book she 
had allowed her characters to remain little more than “mere building-material.” Wharton’s 
reply to this was: 
The fact is that I am beginning to see exactly where my weakest point is. 
– I conceive my subjects like a man – that is, rather more 
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architectonically & dramatically than most women - & then execute them 
like a woman; or rather, I sacrifice, to my desire for construction & 
breadth, the small incidental effects that women have always excelled in, 
the episodical characterization, I mean. The worst of it is that this fault is 
congenital, & not the result of an ambition to do big things. As soon as I 
look at a subject from the novel-angle I see it in relation to a larger 
whole, in all its remotest connotations; & I can’t help trying to take them 
in, at the cost of the smaller realism.55  
This letter had been written by Wharton in 1907; at that time, she was already very much 
intrigued by the techniques of characterization. By 1920, one may assume that the way the 
protagonists were sketched in The Age of Innocence was a very conscious decision by 
Wharton.  
Generally, most critics do indeed appreciate her characterization and see her characters as 
real people, rather than “puppets.” Americans are, in fact, quite proud of Wharton’s talents. 
The aforementioned Professor Phelps is enthusiastic about the fact that, in the 1920s, it 
seemed to be mostly female authors who were doing well: 
In this present year of emancipation it is pleasant to record that in the 
front rank of American living novelists we find four women, who shall be 
named in alphabetical order … Dorothy Canfield, Zona Gale, Anne 
Sedgwick, Edith Wharton.  
Americans respected Wharton and, in this context, it is noteworthy that, on the whole, 
Wharton was not really seen as the typical woman writer. Inez Haynes Irwin in a near-
contemporary article on “Women Writers” points out that, “for years Edith Wharton was 
considered our leading novelist – not our leading woman novelist, but our leading 
novelist.”56 Contemporary Americans were proud of Wharton in a more general way.57 
 
New York society 
The last important American male critic discussed here is Henry Seidel Canby. In his 
reviews, Canby  focuses on the norms and values of contemporary Old New York society 
and the role of the ‘family.’ According to him the idea of the ‘family’ is the center of the 
story: 
No one of [the main characters] is the center of the story, but rather the 
idea of ‘the family,’ this American ‘family,’ which is moral according to 
its lights, provincial, narrow – but intensely determined that its world 
shall appear upright, faithful, courageous, in despite of facts, and 
regardless of how poor reality must be tortured until it conforms. And the 
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‘family’ as Mrs. Wharton describes it is just the bourgeois Puritanism of 
nineteenth century America.58 
In relation to the depiction of both female main characters, Canby is intrigued by both the 
likeness and the contrast between the two women: 
Was May right when with the might of innocence she forced Newland to 
give up life for mere living? Was the Countess right when in spite of her 
love for him she aided and abetted her, making him live up to the self-
restraint that belonged to his code? The story does not answer, being 
concerned with the qualities of the ‘family,’ not with didacticism. 
In his conclusion, Canby again comes back to the basic notion of the ‘family,’ and points 
out that only,  
a new and less trammeled generation must answer whether it was the 
discipline of its parents that saved the American family from anarchy, or 
the suppressions of its parents that made it rebellious. 
He considers it “a fine novel, beautifully written, ‘big’ in the best sense” and “a credit to 
American literature.” In his focus on the concept of the ‘family,’ Canby points to the 
possible rebelliousness within such a society as a force for change and he is intrigued by the 
representation of more general oppositions throughout the novel. Many (male) American 
critics do notice the contrast between the female main characters, but the ‘woman question’ 
is not directly referred to. Their comments tend to focus on Wharton’s writing style and the 
social criticism in a wider sense. 
One of the British reviews also focuses on the depicted world of Old New York. An article 
in the Times Literary Supplement points out that: 
Changes of the same general kind we too have seen, no doubt, but 
nothing to compare in extent with the change that has turned New York, 
socially speaking, from a trim and substantial old family mansion to a 
resounding, glittering promiscuous hotel. The old family mansion is more 
than a picturesque background for a story … it is also a story in itself … 
with the elaborately composed artificiality of the life that was led there. 
Nowhere, not among the most formal refinements of the ancien régime, 
has there been seen a society more carefully and consciously organized 
than that of New York a generation or so ago, when the tide of new 
money, bearing new people and new standards and new manners, was 
only just beginning to encroach upon the old, and when the family in 
possession … was making its final and unsuccessful attempt to withstand 
it.59 
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This reviewer again notices the social critique of Old New York society. This critic and the 
ones mentioned before in relation to this novel put somewhat less stress on reading as 
‘moral’ instruction. Reading strategies seem to be gradually evolving; much more attention 
is paid to the socio-historical context and to the text itself.60 Within this approach the focus 
is on Wharton’s artistry, psychological insight, grasp of character, and the depiction of 
social criticism. 
At the time of the publication of the novel, Wharton was living in France. Several French 
reviews were also published after the appearance of The Age of Innocence. Two articles 
stand out in particular for their exhaustiveness and careful consideration, the reviews by 
André Bellesort and F. C. Danchin.61 Bellesort’s article is very elaborate, it contains a 
summary of the novel and some general remarks about the differences between Europe and 
America, but Bellesort also focuses on the love-affair and in this context he is intrigued by 
the restraint shown by Archer and Ellen. He always considered America such a liberated 
country, but in relation to this novel he notes: 
The light and charming irony in which the book is bathed, like a subtle 
atmosphere born of the contrast between everything America represents 
or should represent in the context of initiative, of liberty, of freedom, of 
independence, of new social fashions, and that elite little world still 
subjugated to worldly protocols, preoccupied with its prejudices, strict in 
its adherence to the caste system, and very much a slave to public 
opinion.62 
The reading of the novel leaves a curious impression on his mind, it seems to him as if the 
story was told to him with an ironic laugh but at the same time with passionate, though sad 
eyes. Bellesort does not mention women’s liberation as a special issue dealt with and 
neither does F. C. Danchin. Danchin, however, does stress the double standards depicted in 
the novel: 
Mrs. Wharton very carefully depicts a clan, submerged in conventions; 
… the men envelop themselves with the pretense of empty jobs and with 
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bourgeois happiness of marital bliss and, though they allow themselves to 
take part of a vulgar thing one calls adultery in the less socially superior 
circles, they attempt to hide their weaknesses behind well phrased puritan 
expressions.63 
Danchin is intrigued by the female main characters and in relation to Ellen, he states: 
Ellen, the dark one, is not as pretty as the blond May; but she lives much 
more intensely, she is very real and she is not solely determined by the 
attitudes prescribed by the tribe. Her clear understanding, sharpened as 
well by the long visits to various sections of the elite of New York is very 
conscious of the various social rules and regulations and aware of their 
‘truthfulness,’ which in all its nakedness is either ridiculous or repellant.64 
The contrasting of the female main characters is noticed, but neither Bellesort nor Danchin 
mention the ‘woman question.’  
It is quite remarkable that in their discussions of the contemporary social context, none of 
these critics refer to the issue of emancipation. All of these reviews were written and 
published in 1920-1921. Tuttleton points out that at this time “feminist arguments were 
gathering force,” and there were many debates about “whether women belonged in the 
home or outside in the larger world.” The “suffragettes” were pleading “for women’s right 
to vote,” which came in phases in both Great Britain and the United States during the 
period 1918-1920 (Tuttleton, xii).65 In spite of these developments in the surrounding social 
context, most critics do not mention Ellen’s liberated behavior, a depicted issue like divorce 
or Archer’s favorable comments on women’s rights. Instead, they focus on Wharton’s 
artistry, historical acumen, and the social criticism on the class system. 
The love-triangle 
A few women reviewed this novel, as well. Lillian Whiting has already been mentioned, 
another American critic is Katherine Perry. In her article “Were the Seventies Sinless?” 
Perry focuses on the love affair, and points out: 
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Little help in such a milieu for young Newland Archer, who, having 
married a handsome white and gold débutante of regulation inexperience, 
finds himself appalingly and passionately in love with her cousin, the 
dark, seductive Countess. Again and again, the apparent artlessness of the 
young wife scores as if by accident; thru her, backed by the solid phalanx 
of family, respectability triumphs and the smooth surface of convention is 
never punctured, tho all New York relishingly infers that which never 
really came to pass.66 
Perry notices the opposite traits of the female main characters, but does not refer to the 
issue of emancipation.  
Katherine Mansfield from New Zealand also wrote an extensive review. Today, her article 
is one of the best known contemporary reviews in relation to this novel.67 Mansfield was 
living in England when she wrote her article. It is quite remarkable that a young woman 
from New Zealand was in a position to write such a review in England about an American 
novel. The review by Mansfield is longer than most of the other contemporary articles. It is 
quite thorough in its analysis, but it again focuses entirely on the ‘love-affair’ between 
Archer and Ellen. Here are some extracts from the article in the Athenaeum:   
These are what one might call the outer leaves of the story. Part them, 
and there is within another flower, warmer, deeper, and more delicate. It 
is the love-story of Newland Archer, a young man who belongs deeply to 
the family tradition, and yet at the same time finds himself wishing to 
rebel. The charm of Ellen is his temptation, and hard indeed he finds it 
not to yield. But that very quality in her which so allures him – what one 
might call her highly civilized appreciation of the exquisite difficulty of 
their position – saves them from themselves. Not a feather of dignity is 
ruffled; their parting is positively stately. 
Mansfield’s comment continues with an interpretation of the reaction of the reader:  
But what about us? What about her readers? Does Mrs Wharton expect us 
to grow warm in a gallery where the temperature is so sparklingly cool? 
We are looking at portraits – are we not? These are human beings, 
arranged for exhibition purposes, framed, glazed, and hung in the perfect 
light. … Is it – in this world – vulgar to ask for more? To ask that the 
feeling shall be greater than the cause that excites it, to beg to be allowed 
to share the moment of exposition … to entreat a little wildness, a dark 
place or two in the soul? 
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We appreciate fully Mrs. Wharton’s skill and delicate workmanship; she 
has the situation in hand from the first page to the last; we realize how 
savage must sound our cry of protest, and yet we cannot help but make it; 
that after all we are not above suspicion – even the ‘finest’ of us!68 
Iser’s interpretation of the reading process again comes to mind here.69 Just like the earlier, 
British, critic from The Guardian who missed the aspect of ‘illusion,’ Mansfield now 
regrets the lack of more passion in the story.70 Mansfield’s reaction, especially, indicates 
that she was very much involved in the events going on in the novel and could really 
sympathize with (some of) the characters. Yet, the distance created by the narrator and the 
arrangement of events in such a way that they seem to conspire against the main characters 
frustrates Mansfield. 
It is especially by presenting the story in this way, however, that Wharton can stress the 
effect of such a society on individual people. Wharton’s narrative techniques work very 
well, if they can evoke such a strong reaction from another female author. A ‘plight for the 
individual,’ and the ‘allowance of genuine feelings’ are some of the themes that Wharton 
concentrates on; but Wharton knows how to keep herself in check. Only by writing an 
acceptable story can she reach such a large audience in 1920. A more direct approach 
might, at this time, still have been less effective. In fact, Wharton would have risked being 
ostracized in the same way as Kate Chopin had been two decades earlier. Overall, neither 
Perry nor Mansfield mention emancipation in their reviews. They do not look into the 
represented issue of divorce. Ellen’s liberated behavior is noticed and her sophistication and 
intelligence are praised, but the issue of women’s liberation is not discussed by them. 
The Mirror Image 
The only early article that does focus on women and emancipation can be found in The 
Woman Citizen.71 This review has not been listed in previous collections of contemporary 
reviews.72 The statements of the anonymous reviewer are noteworthy, however: 
What Mrs. Wharton’s subtle skill has evoked is a naïve society where 
women are supposed to know no more of the world around them than of 
their own anatomy, and that is nothing at all. But in spite of her mocking 
portrayal of an artificial morality; of dense unreadiness to know facts as 
facts, there is a certain delicacy in human relations in 1870 without which 
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1920 seems a bawling, barking market place. Take, for example, Archer 
Newland’s beautiful wife, May, elaborately portrayed as too ingenue 
even to guess at her husband’s emotional states. Yet she dealt with all the 
amorous twistings of his soul with an efficiency a too frank twentieth 
century lady would never have achieved. 
This reviewer also compliments the way Wharton contrasts the female protagonists and 
adds: 
The heart of the book and the foil against which New York’s crudities 
stand out is Ellen Olenska, who pervades the story like a fine fragrance. 
She is what the old world has made of a finely nurtured American – who 
has been allowed to grow up fearless and articulate. In a New York 
environment where every woman is expected to be ‘protected’ from the 
simplest realities, Ellen is an exotic plant, but one from which no male 
eyes can turn away. Contrasting these two women, strong in their several 
ways, the wife and the adored one of the correct and neutral-toned Archer 
Newland, is one of the things Mrs. Wharton can do well. She is happiest 
and most acrid when she is painting her women characters. 
This is one of the few contemporary articles that does stress the special way in which the 
women are portrayed in this novel and relates it to the still secondary position of women.  
On the whole, however, only more recent studies seem to notice the issue of women’s 
liberation in this book.73 Els van der Werf calls this process “dismissive censorship.” By 
this she means: 
the response to a literary work or works, which is characterized by the 
refusal, either consciously or unconsciously, to acknowledge that the 
artist is using his / her work to give expression to views which question 
the moral, social, or religious opinions of the addressee. A reader’s 
resistance to a writer’s potentially subversive views may result in the 
denial that these views are expressed.74 
With regard to The Age of Innocence it seems to be mainly the class oriented criticism that 
is picked up by the contemporary reader. The comments made in the context of gender 
inequality appear to be largely ignored, at the time. Even in the 1920s, these ideas still seem 
to be too much advanced of the traditional norm and value systems. In general, Wharton 
tends to express ideological opinions rather carefully. Because of this, contemporary 
readers could ‘safely’ read her novel; but it is unfortunate that her challenges to New York 
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society’s moral standards in relation to the ‘woman question’ were still ignored by most 
contemporary readers.  
This does not mean that critics or readers did not notice the issue at all; they just tended to 
focus more on other aspects. The ‘limited’ interpretation of the novel was also not caused 
by a small readership. Wharton had a wide range of critics and readers from both genders 
and various nationalities, as we have seen. More modern studies agree that Wharton deals 
with the topic in a very subtle way; for example, because she presents the ‘discussion’ of 
this subject from the point of view of a man.75 This ensured the novel’s success even for 
several years after its publication.76  
However, Wharton knew very well how to assess her readers and she seemed to realize that 
contemporary readers would still also look at the moral aspects of the story. Her depiction 
of social manners and roles allows a questioning of the correct types of behavior which is 
quite modern for the time, but not too extreme. Quite a few women had a chance to read 
this story, and be introduced, not only to accepted and conformist behavior for women, but 
also to the more liberated behavior of Ellen and the rise of the female self as social and 
cultural constraints begin to weaken. Wharton thus attempts to raise an awareness about the 
position of women without offending any contemporary readers or critics. The mirroring of 
the female main characters is noticed and appreciated; but her careful depiction of the still 
limited position of women did not intrigue as many contemporary readers as the ‘love-
triangle’ did. 
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 Millicent Bell points this out in her study The Cambridge Companion to Edith Wharton 
(Cambridge University Press, 1995). In the “Chronology,” she states: “The Age of Innocence yields 
royalties of $70,000 by 1922,” xii. And the novel also remained in the limelight in other ways: in 
1924 a silent film version was released by Warner Brothers, directed by Wesley Ruggles, and starring 
Beverley Bayne and Elliott Dexter; Margaret Ayer Barnes adapted the novel into a play, first 
produced on Broadway in 1928. The novel and play were subsequently the basis for the RKO film 
The Age of Innocence (1934) that starred Irene Dunne and John Boles. 
